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 AbSTRACT 
 The development of cities includes a wide variety of uncertainties that 
 challenge spatial planners and decision-makers. in response, planning 
 approaches that move away from the ambition to achieve predefined 
 outcomes are being explored in the literature. one of them is an adaptive 
 approach to planning. in this paper, we argue that adaptive planning is 
 about creating conditions that support a city’s capacity to adapt to 
 changing circumstances. Portraying cities as complex adaptive systems,  
 we explore what these conditions may comprise. We then investigate how 
 these conditions can be generated by planners through an evaluation of 
 organic development strategies, in which development trajectories are 
 only minimally structured. Based on a review of twelve Dutch urban 
 development projects, of which two are analysed in detail in this paper, 
 we identify a series of elements in the design of spatial and institutional 
 frameworks that increase their potential to strengthen urban adaptability.
 keyWoRDS: non-linearity, complex adaptive systems, enabling 
 conditions, local initiative, institutional design
6 Adaptive Planning: generating conditions 
for urban adaptability. 
Lessons from Dutch 
organic development 
strategies




rganic development strategies (oDS) are a unique phenomenon in 
Dutch planning practice, which is traditionally orientated towards 
controlling urban development (Urhan Urban Design, 2010; PBL & 
Urhahn Urban Design, 2012). They focus on creating conditions that allow 
for incremental urban area development that builds upon a variety of local 
initiatives. Within these conditions, both the function and structure of the 
local initiatives and the time frame in which they should be developed are 
largely undefined. We will argue that oDS practices are closely related 
to what is referred to in the theoretical planning debate as ‘an adaptive 
approach to planning’. Both reflect a shift in how planning can assist cities 
in developing towards desired futures while being responsive to amongst 
others environmental changes, technological innovations and shifting societal 
demands. This is a shift away from ‘command & control’ planning, meant to 
create top-down predefined urban programmes, and towards activating a 
city’s capacity to adapt. This paper explores what planners may learn from oDS 
practices about generating conditions that enable this capacity.
‘organic’ understandings of the city and the inspiration these understandings 
offer for urban design and planning strategies have already been discussed in 
planning and urban design literature for a century (see Marshall, 2009, p.124-
125 for an overview). This includes the works of Geddes (1915), herbert (1963), 
Alexander (1966) and Lynch (1981). oDS relate to what Marshall (2009) defines 
as the ‘evolutionary paradigm’, in which a city is seen as a loose collective of 
collaborating and competing entities that create ‘spontaneous’ patterns of 
urban development. 
oDS emerged as a response to the dominant housing and real-estate practice 
in the netherlands since the Second World War. This practice is primarily 
supply-oriented and typically includes large-scale projects based on a serial, 
cost-efficient production of mono-functional, individual units (e.g. single-
family homes, apartments). it is a strongly institutionalized practice as project 
developers and social housing corporations, together with municipalities, 
control both what will be built and by whom. The demands of the facilities’ 
actual users are only considered to a limited extent (Blijie et al., 2009; Boelens 
& visser, 2011; Bontje, 2003). As a result of the recent housing and real estate 
crisis and the (re-)emerging demand amongst contemporary Dutch citizens for 
opportunities to develop housing projects in collectives with a mutually shared 
lifestyles (vRoM-raad, 2009), the downsides of the traditional approaches are 

















































































combined with limited flexibility in urban programmes results in financial 
failures and/or an inability to facilitate this new demand (Janssen-Jansen et 
al., 2012; Rauws et al., 2014). oDS are, in this respect, a radical and receptive 
alternative. 
in oDS practices there is no prescriptive blueprint of what should be where. 
instead, there is an open urban programme for the development area in which 
a variety of housing and real estate projects can be realised. This variety 
is reflected in the process, scale and type of projects, which are typically 
referred to as ‘initiatives’ (figure 6.1). With regard to the development process, 
individuals or non-traditional coalitions of actors (e.g. alliances between 
architects, entrepreneurs and citizen collectives) are invited to start an 
initiative. This means that the future inhabitants and users of an area are often 
the first people responsible for designing the living environment, creating a 
demand-driven development process. oDS also offer opportunities for initiators 
to realize ambitions on a scale larger than individual units (e.g. autarkic living 
communities or multi-generational cohousing projects). finally, the type 
of function(s) that initiatives serve, and their location, are to a large extent 
unregulated, as is their development pace. This means that combinations of 
functions can be established that correspond to the lifestyles of individual or 
groups of initiators, sometimes by using the freedom of oDS in which many of 
the conditions that are commonly set by public authorities for regular housing 
and real estate developments are absent. oDS make it for example possible for 
a function such as a horse riding school, which is in Dutch planning traditionally 
not considered to be part of a residential neighbourhood and is banned by 
environmental regulations, to be embedded in the urban fabric under criteria 
determined by the initiators themselves. in sum, oDS trigger processes of self-
organization in urban development, providing room for a series of self-realized 
and self-managed initiatives on a plot level to build environments that meet the 
desires of the initiator(s). Together these initiatives form a mosaic that shapes 
the development trajectory of the area as a whole. 
in oDS practices, planners are concerned with generating conditions that 
support the emergence of self-managed initiatives and conditions that provide 
a degree of guidance for these initiatives. With regard to the former, planners 
try to increase the feasibility and attractiveness of starting an initiative by for 
example organizing meet-and-greets, providing examples of other initiatives 
that are meant to inspire and offering step-by-step guides for developing an 
initiative. With regard to the latter, planners look for ways to embed organic area 
development in existing planning regulations to guarantee a basic level of legal 
security for actors involved in the development. in the meantime, they 
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seek opportunities to adjust traditional juridical and spatial frameworks in 
order to enable a variety of self-managed initiatives while nevertheless creating 
some coherence on area level. for instance, structure plans and global land use 
plans could be applied to generate more flexibility in the form and function of 
initiatives. however, these are always be used in combination with a set of ‘rules 
of the game’. These include minimal restrictions (e.g. non-polluting functions 
and a maximum floor-area ratio) and requirements related to the interface 
between public and private property. This is done to avoid conflicts between 
initiatives and to secure a minimum level of quality in public spaces.
Thus, in oDS practices the way spatial plans and planning regulations are 
applied shifts to generate conditions for the transformation of an area through 
diverse initiatives. These initiatives arise from the ambitions of individuals 
or local coalitions of actors, the opportunities they identify within a specific 
context and their capabilities to realize these opportunities. This brings 
us to the fundamental difference between oDS and traditional control-
oriented urban development processes: oDS generate open and flexible 
development trajectories that are further shaped by initiatives of individuals or 

















































































 figure 6.1. 
 organic development strategies are opening up traditional housing and 
 real estate practices in the netherlands
oRgANIC AReA DeveloPmeNT
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The ambition in oDS practices to allow for more flexibility and spontaneity is 
the reason why an analysis of these practices may offer a contribution to the 
debate on adaptive planning. This analysis could be performed by taking a linear 
perspective, which assumes the world ‘is’ and functions by direct cause-effect 
relations that can be identified by systematic research. Thus it also assumes 
that the best future development trajectory can be determined and developed 
accordingly. it would be a perspective that is very much in line with the tradition 
in which most planning concepts, methods and tools were developed in the 
netherlands during the last century. it would mean that we consider oDS to set a 
development trajectory towards a predefined future state, only with a relatively 
high degree of freedom for local initiators. While we believe that this would be 
a credible perspective from which to analyse oDS practices, we also believe it 
would not greatly enhance our understanding of how planning can support the 
adaptive capacity of urban areas, as the role of plans and planners would not be 
fundamentally questioned. our position is that the world is not linear. it should 
not be said that the world ‘is’, but rather that it ‘is becoming’. 
Therefore, our route and our ambition are distinct. We suggest using a non-
linear perspective that portrays cities as complex adaptive systems (CAS), 
which provides an alternative, dynamic view of urban change. in this view, a city 
progresses continuously through multiple interactions of processes and actors 
(including planners) that are not centrally directed, resulting in both expected 
and unexpected outcomes (Portugali, 2011). from this perspective, oDS are 
not so much seen as attempts to predefine a future place, but rather attempts 
to create a break in an area’s current development trajectory in order to open 
up space for alternative, more ‘spontaneous’ routes of development in the 
netherlands. As such, this paper considers institutional and spatial conditions 
that create possibility spaces that trigger and facilitate an area’s capacity to 
adapt to changing circumstances. 
This paper is structured as follows. We will start by exploring the notion of 
adaptive planning, extending our argument that generating conditions for urban 
adaptability can help planners support the vitality of urban areas in volatile 
contexts. furthermore, by approaching cities as CAS, we will examine which 
conditions may enable and constrain an urban area’s adaptive capacity. This 
provides an analytical framework for reviewing oDS practices in the third and 
fourth sections, identifying elements in their spatial and institutional designs 
that support the adaptive capacity of the development areas in question. The 
concluding section presents the main lessons for planning theory and practice.
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6.2 Making sense of adaptive planning through
  a complexity lens
P
lanners increasingly accept uncertainties as a fundamental part of 
cities’ development trajectories. As early as 1969, friend & Jessop 
argued that planners are confronted with uncertainties in the knowledge 
about present and future environments, uncertainties related to stakeholders’ 
intentions and uncertainties about value judgements on planning interventions. 
Rittel (1972) asked that attention be paid to planning issues that are impossible 
to fully comprehend, introducing the notion of ‘wicked problems’. Today, the 
inevitability and potential impact of uncertainties are increasingly acknowledged 
in planning literature (e.g. Albrechts, 2010; Bertonili, 2010; Salet et al., 2013; 
De Roo & Rauws, 2012). in response, numerous planning scholars have started 
to search for planning strategies that make cities more adaptive in dealing with 
these uncertainties. These strategies include a dynamic co-production of places 
(Albrechts, 2013), contribute to urban systems that are ‘safe to fail’ (Ahern, 2011) 
and help them to adaptively navigate towards desired trajectories (hillier, 2007). 
in this quest, several scholars find inspiration in CAS theories (e.g. Gerrits, 2008; 
Portugali, 2011; innes & Booher, 2010; De Roo & Rauws, 2012). We draw upon 
their work in our effort to further explore the notion of adaptive planning.
Complexity science challenges planners to develop what we argue is a 
situational understanding of urban development trajectories, taking into 
account the uniqueness of an urban configuration in time and space. This is 
because, from a complexity perspective, phenomena are considered to develop 
non-linearly, meaning that changes can have a disproportionate effect over time 
and space (heylighen et al., 2006). This also implies that the effects of planning 
interventions that try to direct the evolution of urban developments towards a 
predetermined future configuration are uncertain, and that such interventions 
might even turn out to be counterproductive. Starting from a complexity 
perspective, we suggest that planners who are confronted with dynamic 
and uncertain situations focus on identifying when and where opportunities 
for further progress may arise and support the readiness of urban systems 
to take advantages of these opportunities. This would generate ‘possibility 
spaces’ (Butler & Allen, 2008) that would enable urban areas to benefit from a 
combination of drivers for change, including those that are beyond the scope 
of planners’ influence and which emerge in an autonomous way. We call this 
an adaptive approach to planning: creating conditions that enable urban 

















































































An adaptive planning approach may, for example, include institutional structures 
that support co-creation by citizens, entrepreneurs and non-governmental 
organizations in urban development processes, providing a city with the diversity 
of ideas, initiatives and perspectives it needs to be adaptive (Wagenaar, 2007). 
however, the creation and mitigation of particular conditions cannot and should 
not be done in isolation from societal values, norms and agreements (including 
political agreements). Desires to create a better future – one which is, for 
example, believed to deliver more liveable and attractive cities –cannot be 
ignored either. As this normative dimension is also part of an adaptive approach 
to planning, we will refine our definition by adding a second step: 1) generating 
conditions for urban adaptability and 2) shaping these conditions to the extent 
that in the area’s trajectory, preferred developments become more likely to 
emerge. hence, the dynamic ‘real’ is linked with the desired ‘ideal’ (Batty, 
2013). Shaping conditions in spirit of the latter should of course be motivated by 
democratic decision-making. 
6.3  Deriving conditions for urban adaptability by 
  portraying cities as complex adaptive systems
C
AS theories can be helpful in developing an idea of what conditions 
for urban adaptability may comprise. CAS have an intrinsic capacity to 
keep an optimal ‘fit’ with their dynamic environment (holland, 1992; 
heylighen, 2001). Therefore, analysing CAS properties and relating them to urban 
systems can indicate which conditions enable or constrain urban adaptability. 
We distinguish four properties; although each has a different emphasis, the 
derived conditions can partly overlap. These conditions are discussed on the 
basis of literature on dealing with uncertainties and non-linear dynamics in 
social and socio-spatial systems. We present the overall system condition first, 
followed by the related conditions that we suggest be generated by planners and 
other stakeholders (i.e. local initiators). The CAS properties are:
1 Non-linear development trajectories 
A CAS perspective on cities considers urban development to progress non-
linearly, resulting in development trajectories that vary in speed and scope over 
time. As well as a varying degree of uncertainty, this also means new system 
configurations can arise relatively quickly. This could include sudden notable 
shifts, such as an inflow of migrants, that can dramatically shift the social 
composition and functioning of an urban district (Alba, 2000), or of less visible 
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but nevertheless fundamental shifts, for example how the use of social media 
has transformed our use of public space; (Drucker & Gumpert, 2012).
 Constraining conditions:
When the uncertainties that come with non-linear change are solely regarded as 
risks for failure, this is likely to frustrate the system’s adaptability. This means 
that stakeholders can become paralysed and no longer be willing to take action 
or make investments (Beck, 1994). When looking in particular at public planning 
authorities, it can limit their capacity to improvise, innovate and be creative, as 
they will lack the confidence to operate proactively (Gunn & hillier, 2014). All in 
all, the possible opportunities that uncertainties provide for system innovation 
remain unexplored. 
 Enabling conditions:
non-linear development trajectories challenge planners and other stakeholders 
to embrace uncertainty as a core component of urban development (De Roo, 
2012). They require planners, for example, to create institutional arrangements 
and spatial designs that are flexible in the sense that they permit various future 
configurations, and that simultaneously guarantee a minimum level of quality 
of the living environment to existing and future users of the area (Rauws et al., 
2014). 
2 Responsive to the dynamic environment 
CAS theories portray cities as open systems that are sensitive to changing 
circumstances and therefore need to adapt to maintain their functionality. The 
development of new urban forms that can cope with extreme weather conditions 
and rising sea levels is an example of responsiveness to changing circumstances 
(Brown, 2012). 
 Constraining conditions: 
Lock-in situations, in which an urban system has a high level of specialization 
and expresses an increasing functional, cognitive and political rigidity that 
severely limits its responsiveness to changes in its environment, should be 
avoided (Martin & Sunley, 2007; hartman & De Roo, 2013). Therefore, planners 
should stimulate institutional and physical diversity in support of the system’s 
adaptive capacity. Meanwhile, if an urban area becomes too diverse, this may 
also have a constraining effect. it can, for example, result in a high level of 
fragmentation, missed opportunities for synergies between developments and 

















































































 Enabling conditions: 
Responsive urban systems require an enhanced manoeuvrability that builds on 
the system’s distinctive qualities compared to neighbouring systems (hartman 
et al., 2011). on the one hand, this means planners are advised to coordinate 
the active exploration of likely alternative development trajectories. flexible 
project boundaries, watching trends and running experiments can be helpful for 
such explorations (Gerrits & Teisman, 2012; Rotmans et al., 2012; Rauws & De 
Roo, 2011). on the other hand, stakeholders have to be conscious of an area’s 
distinctive characteristics and how they may use them to connect to potential 
future states (Boelens, 2011; hartman et al., 2011). Planners can support this by 
combining inspiring visioning with a pragmatic development approach when it 
comes to utilizing opportunities, including unexpected ones (Rauws et al., 2014).
3  Self-organization 
 
According to CAS theories, self-organization is a key property through which 
systems adapt to changing circumstances. in the context of cities, this includes 
the rise of new structures, patterns and organizations within an urban system, 
as a result of interaction between actors without external coordination. Self-
organization gives urban areas the capacity to self-innovate and self-stabilize 
as shown in, for example, entrepreneurial cooperation in business districts 
(Meerkerk et al., 2012) and informal settlements (Barros & Sobreira, 2002). 
 Constraining conditions: 
The self-organizing capacity of systems is frustrated when its actors’ efforts 
to deploy activities, establish relations and take decisions that contribute to 
the emergence of internal organization are suppressed (Prokopenko, 2008). in 
many public participation processes, this situation is the reality as planning 
authorities have predefined the scope and the time frame within which citizen 
involvement in urban projects is accepted (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011; Sagaris, 
2012), or present a ‘supposedly objective design syntax’ that undermines the 
generative capacity of other stakeholders (van Assche et al., 2013 p. 191). 
 Enabling conditions: 
Self-organization in urban systems is helped by settings in which potential 
local initiators can easily link up, set up collaborations according to their own 
motivations and interests, and run projects of a manageable size for non-
professional planners (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011; Sagaris, 2012). Planners 
can stimulate this in at least three ways: 1) by creating fora for interaction and 
mobilizing creative minds, strategists and visionaries (Rotmans et al., 2012; van 
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Buuren et al., 2012), 2) by devising institutional frameworks and spatial designs 
that support small-scale projects (Alfasi & Portugali, 2004) and 3) by considering 
local initiators to be co-creators of the city who should be able to navigate in and 
contribute to formal institutional arrangements for guiding urban development 
(Alfasi & Portugali, 2007). 
4  Coevolution   
 
A final property of CAS, which explains their continuous reconfiguration, is 
coevolution. it implies the mutual adaptation process between urban systems 
(and non-urban systems), including systems related both horizontally (e.g. other 
cities) and hierarchically (e.g. urban regions or neighbourhoods). it should be 
noted that such coevolutionary processes may involve the spatial configuration 
of an urban area as well as its institutional arrangements. An example is the 
coevolution between sustainable energy initiatives and urban governance 
through which new pathways for urban energy systems are established (Rydin et 
al., 2013). 
 Constraining conditions: 
Urban coevolution is hindered by situations in which one system directs the 
development trajectories of other systems and subsystems without taking 
into account the feedback from them (van Buuren et al., 2012). Planners and 
other stakeholders create such a situation when they decide to construct 
a grand design for an urban area all at once (Alfasi & Portugali, 2004). That 
situation favours a linear planning process over a cyclical process, frustrating 
opportunities for mutual adaptation between urban systems and subsystems.
 Enabling conditions:  
By designing spatial and institutional frameworks that allow incremental or 
modular development, planners increase the opportunities for one system to 
react and adapt in response to the behaviour of another, and vice versa (Gerrits 
& Teisman, 2012; Rotmans et al., 2012). in addition, creating opportunities 
for systematic learning by both planning authorities and project initiators can 
support successful inherence of those system characteristics that ensure that 
the system fits in with changes in neighbouring systems (Atzema at al., 2009).
in this section, we have explored enabling and constraining conditions for 
urban adaptability from a CAS perspective. To understand how planners can 
get a grip on these conditions, the remainder of this paper is concerned with 
what planners can learn in this regard from oDS. As we can see in the above 

















































































antitheses. Therefore, the analysis will only focus on how to create enabling 
conditions as this in many situations means that constraining conditions are 
simultaneously mitigated. 
 
6.4 Organic development strategy practices: facilitating  
  and guiding local initiators in producing urban change
T
he analysis of enabling conditions for urban adaptability builds on a 
research project that investigated various aspects of twelve areas in 
the netherlands that are being developed using oDS (see Table 6.1). The 
investigation was based on a review of policy documents and interviews with 
project leaders, policy-makers and advising consultants. Below we present 
two of the twelve cases. These projects were selected because they reflect the 
variety of developments to which oDS are applied. The first case, vossenpels 
in the city of nijmegen, includes a small brownfield development with a mix of 
dwellings and greenhouses. historical landscape patterns have to be integrated 
carefully in the development. The second case is a large greenfield development, 
oosterwold, which is expected to become a new urban district of the city of 
Almere. for both cases, we will analyze which conditions have been created 
to facilitate organic urban development. Subsequently, we will explore what 
lessons these oDS practices offer to planners with regard to generating urban 




 location of the cases
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  Table 6.1
  Urban development projects analysed by the research team in the period 2009-2014.
NAme (muNICIPAlITy) STATuS SIze (hA) TyPe of DeveloPmeNT
A12 zone (Utrecht) Exploration 1150 Urban extension, mixed use
Amstel III Under development 250 Redevelopment of an office
(Amsterdam)   park, mixed use
Coolhaveneiland Under development 36 Revitalization of a
(Rotterdam)   neighbourhood, mixed use
Cruquiusgebied Under development 17 Redevelopment of an inner-city
(Amsterdam)   harbour area, mixed use
ebbingekwartier  Under development 9 Redevelopment of an inner-city
(Groningen)   industrial site, temporary
    mixed use
havenkwartier  Under development 125 Redevelopment of an inner-city
(Assen)   harbour area, mixed use
havenkwartier Under development 15 Redevelopment of an inner-city
(Deventer)   harbour area, mixed use
homeruskwartier  Under development 106 new urban neighbourhood, 
(Almere)   mixed use
oosterwold Under development 4300 new urban district, mixed use
(Almere)
vinkenburg Exploration 120 Extension of a village, housing
(Bunnik)
vossenpels Under development 15 Redevelopment of a greenhouse
(nijmegen)   area, mixed use



















































































  vossenpels (City of nijmegen)
T
he vossenpels case concerns the organic redevelopment of a hamlet 
north of the city of nijmegen. The area is traditionally known for its 
horticulture, and a mix of dwellings and greenhouses shapes its urban 
fabric. The redevelopment started in 2012 and includes 15 hectares (figure 
6.3). it is expected that 165-200 initiatives, mainly residential, will be realized. 
The ambition is that initiatives are constructed in such a way that they can 
be adjusted and extended over time, to suit initiators’ changing demands 
(Gemeente nijmegen, 2012). The construction land is owned by the municipality, 
excluding the plots of existing dwellings. A separate project organization, 
GEM Waalsprong, is responsible for assisting and guiding initiatives. it is also 
responsible for the site preparation and the construction of water, electricity 
and sewage infrastructure. As well as the municipality, two housing corporations 
also participate in this organization. 
The development strategy for vossenpels has generated a series of conditions 
for organic development of the area. first, an open-ended development vision 
has been created, stating that vossenpels is an area that can be developed 
by individuals or collectives who wish to construct a house, workspace or 
something else and contributes, together with all other initiatives, to the rise of a 
‘post-agricultural landscape’ (GEM Waalsprong, 2011, p.11). in this vision, seven 
‘habitats’ have been distinguished to foster the ability of a variety of potential 
initiators to relate to vossenpels. The vision is supported by a global land use 
plan in which plot sizes are left undefined, a construction time of 15 years is 
allowed and possible future extensions of buildings are anticipated. As such, the 
oDS for vossenpels is not focused on controlling urban development towards 
a narrowly predefined future state. instead, it aims to invite local initiators to 
produce urban change by offering possibility spaces.
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 figure 6.3:
 The global land use plan of vossenpels and an artist’s impression of a  
 possible project by private commissioning (map: gem Waalsprong, 2011;  
 impression: www.plantjevlag.nl)
The development vision has been established by an interactive process that was 
mainly aimed at inspiring and connecting potential initiators, and organizing 
their collaboration. it included a community visioning event and a digital 
platform for potential initiators to launch their ideas. A similar process, in which 
initiators are invited to collectively design and maintain public spaces within 
the project area, is currently ongoing. As institutionalized project developers 
are excluded from participating, the development of vossenpels is completely 
based on small-scale local initiatives. These include privately commissioned 
housing, creative industries and cohousing initiatives. The project management 
offers examples of self-managed initiatives meant to inspire potential initiators 
and step-by-step guides on how to complete legal procedures. finally, urban 
designers assist initiators in organizing and developing their initiatives. 
The project’s management thus aims to trigger and facilitate citizens and 
entrepreneurs to develop an initiative in various ways.
Despite the open and inviting character of the development’s vision and 
process, the project’s management has also composed guiding rules. An 
important part of these rules is integrated in the land-use plan. This plan 
indicates that the existing physical patterns, such as the historically grown 
street layout, green areas and elongated shape of existing plots, need to be 
respected. next, the zoning allows for a mix of living space, offices, shops and 

















































































too much competition with functions in adjacent urban areas. The plan also 
imposes a maximum limit on the area available to non-housing functions in the 
development area and the ratio of built surface to the size of a plot. The extent 
to which these rules, particularly the latter ones, allow citizens to realize an 
initiative according to their own preferences can be questioned, as they severely 
constrain the ‘freedom’ of initiators. in that respect, the maximum building 
height and the minimum distance between a building and the edge of the plot 
are also restricting but with a different aim. They are concerned with avoiding 
a possible negative impact on neighbouring initiatives. finally, the pace of 
the transformation is regulated by splitting the development scheme into two 
phases, avoiding high up-front costs for land preparation and securing clustered 
development.
in addition to these restrictions, other guiding rules aim to stimulate particular 
types of development. Potential initiators themselves have defined additional 
guiding rules for the ‘habitats’ that have been distinguished, some of which 
are focused on a ‘park-like’ setting and urban farming, while others emphasize 
the potential for a mix of living and creative industries, during the community 
visioning process. These rules concern the aesthetics of the urban fabric (e.g. 
the building materials used and the fencing-off of plots) and are included in the 
plots’ purchase agreements. With these rules, initiators aim to harmonize the 
designs of individual buildings. Moreover, initiators with low and middle incomes 
are supported by reserved plots, loans with reduced interest rates, supervision 
in the initiative development process and a series of preselected, affordable 
designs that can be used as a basis (GEM Waalsprong, 2014). This is an example 
of how dominant societal values, in this case about the social composition of 
neighbourhoods, decrease the openness and flexibility of oDS. Without making 
a judgement about the desirability of such interventions, we can learn that 
generating urban adaptability can have tense relations with societal ideals. 
To conclude, various conditions have been created to guide the development of 
vossenpels. These can be interpreted in the traditional way, as rules that are 
installed to enforce a particular development trajectory. however, in the context 
of the organic development that is aimed for in vossenpels, they serve other 
goals: to stimulate self-managed initiatives, to avoid conflict between these 
initiatives and to stimulate synergy and coherence in the area’s development 
trajectory, which is accepted to be as yet unknown. Altogether, these conditions 
may offer planners examples of how to enable urban adaptability, as will be 
discussed in the next section. first, however, we will introduce the second case. 
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  6.4.2
  oosterwold (City of Almere)
T
he organic development of oosterwold will add a new urban district to 
the east side of the city of Almere. The project area is much larger than 
that of ‘vossenpels’: it covers 4300 hectares and is designed to include 
mixed use (living, offices, farming and leisure) developments (figrue 6.4). The 
first initiatives were started in spring 2014 and it is expected that once the area 
is fully developed, it could contain at least 15,000 dwellings and support 26,000 
jobs (Gemeente Almere & Gemeente Zeewolde, 2013). The development of 
oosterwold is the largest and most radical application of oDS in the netherlands 
so far. from a Dutch planning perspective, a relatively high number of the 
responsibilities is transferred to the local initiators. for example, they are 
expected to construct the access road to their plot, make the initiative partly 
self-supporting in terms of energy and wastewater treatment, and contribute 
to local food production. half of the land is owned by Central Government Real 
Estate Agency (Rijksvastgoedbedrijf). Profits earned from these plots will be 
used for building public facilities in Almere and the surrounding area. 
The development strategy generates various conditions for the organic 
development of oosterwold. As with vossenpels, a vision for an open 
development programme has been drafted. This vision is being translated into 
 figure 6.4
 overview of the oosterwold development area and an impression of how the 


















































































a structure plan and aims to inspire potential initiators to shape a low-density 
living and working environment in a countryside-like setting (Gemeente Almere & 
Gemeente Zeewolde, 2013). As no time frame has been set for the development’s 
completion, oosterwold’s development trajectory is open-ended. Architectural 
regulations have been abandoned and different functions can be accommodated 
as long as they do not cause nuisance to neighbouring plots. hence, the oDS 
for oosterwold leaves open a wider range of development trajectories than the 
oDS for vossenpels. however, initiators do have to take the existing functions, 
landscape structures and reserved zones for green space or future development 
of infrastructure, into account. other conditions have also been set, through 
which planners will facilitate and guide the development of oosterwold.
individual citizens, local coalitions of actors and professional project developers 
have been invited to invest in oosterwold. however, they are all obliged to make 
a long-term commitment to the maintenance and continuation of their initiative. 
in this way, the municipality hopes to avoid a hit-and-run strategy. The project 
organization ‘Maak oosterwold’ is facilitating the development of initiatives 
in various ways. An account manager has been appointed to connect initiators 
to the current landowners, to help them work out their ideas while taking into 
account the development vision, and to identify options for synergy between 
initiatives. Moreover, manuals for organizing the development process and 
completing legal planning procedures have been provided. 
As well as facilitating these self-managed initiatives, planners have also defined 
various guiding rules. At the very beginning of an initiative, the initiator agrees 
to abide by these rules by making an anterior agreement with the municipality.6 
When the initiative is fully developed and ready to be constructed, planners 
check whether it corresponds with the Environment Plan (omgevingsplan),7 
in which the guiding rules are secured. As already mentioned, one of these 
rules requires the initiative to be partly self-supporting regarding energy and 
wastewater treatment. A plot’s size and shape can be chosen freely by 
6  An anterior agreement is typically used to ascertain an initiator’s financial contribution to the  
 development and maintenance of public facilities when such conditions are not arranged with  
 the help of a land-use-plan-related exploitation scheme. in this case, the agreement is also  
 used to describe additional conditions concerning the physical layout of the plot.
7  An omgevingsplan is an experimental type of plan that integrates location-specific development  
 regulations, traditionally expressed in the land-use plan, with generic regulations concerning  
 the spatial and environmental quality, normally described in separate bylaws. instead of zoning,  
 the plan relies on these regulations, which can be formulated quantitatively and qualitatively,  
 for guiding urban transformation. 
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initiators. Current initiatives vary between 0.25 and 5.5 hectares. nevertheless, 
a predefined ratio between urban land, farmland and a partly public nature area 
have to be met. This ratio requires the inclusion of more nature or agricultural 
land in zones with existing green areas or historical landscape patterns. 
The floor-area ratio is also predefined, but exceptions are possible and it 
can be increased when compensated for by including more private or public 
green spaces or farming land. Another regulation is related to the requirement 
that initiators construct road, water and data connections to the primary 
infrastructure framework themselves, or link into connections made by other 
initiators. To make this possible, the edges of the plot have to be reserved for 
possible future network extensions (see figure 6.5). finally, and similarly to 
vossenpels, initiators from low and middle income groups can get various forms 
of support for developing their initiatives.
We can see that most of the guiding rules are concerned with an initiative’s 
contribution to the overall spatial character of the area, how it relates to 
neighbouring initiatives and how options for future development will be kept 
open. They illustrate the difficulties involved in opening up urban development 
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one could think of free rider behaviour, projects that block desired future 
developments options and producing unwanted externalities, or difficulties in 
securing a minimum level of spatial coherence and environmental quality. Since 
the project management sees this as an experimental process, the guiding 
rules are subject to critical evaluation. The account manager keeps track of the 
progress of individual initiatives and organizes meetings of experts to receive  
feedback and suggestions on how to deal with unforeseen initiatives. A full 
evaluation will be held in 2016, giving project managers the opportunity to make 
adjustments to the guiding rules and adapt them to changing circumstances 
over time. 
in sum, the conditions generated for the development of oosterwold give 
initiators more responsibility for organizing and constructing their initiative than 
traditional Dutch practice, putting faith in their capacity to innovate and act 
independently. Due to the more generically formulated conditions, oosterwold 
offers a higher degree of flexibility in possible development trajectories for 
the area when compared to vossenpels and the other cases analysed in the 
research project. Both the oosterwold and vossenpels cases show that in oDS 
the function of plans and regulations and the role of planners are redefined to 
foster self-managed initiatives that collectively give rise to the transformation 
of an area without the future configuration being known. our next step is to 
evaluate the opportunities oDS practices offer for generating conditions for 
urban adaptability.
6.5 ODS for generating conditions for urban adaptability
I
n this section, we will evaluate whether oDS elements can support planners 
in generating conditions for urban adaptability. This analysis is structured 
along the four properties of CAS that are central to this paper: non-linear 
development trajectories, responsiveness to the dynamic environment, self-
organization and coevolution. The analysis is summarized in Table 6.2. 
  6.5.1
  Coping with non-linear development trajectories
I
n both case studies, the idea of developing a predefined fixed urban 
configuration has been abandoned to a large extent. it is accepted that the 
uncertainties resulting from the relative freedom given to initiators and from 
market and societal trends generate urban development trajectories 
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that progress at varying speeds with unexpected twists. This acceptance 
is illustrated by the relatively open urban programmes and the loose or 
unrestricted time frame for developing initiatives. however, the open-ended 
development trajectory does not mean oDS represent an ‘anything goes’ 
approach. 
The open-ended development trajectory is accompanied by guiding rules. 
These rules display three functions in both cases, all of which are involved 
in reaching a delicate balance between generating openness and flexibility 
on the one hand, and attaining coherent development and avoiding possible 
negative consequences on the other. first, guiding rules are used to create and 
secure flexibility during the development process. The global land use plan for 
vossenpels and the compulsory reservation zone for possible infrastructure 
network extensions in oosterwold are examples. Second, guiding rules are used 
to integrate societal values, norms and agreements in the development process. 
for example, they can prevent initiators from creating nuisance for neighbouring 
initiatives, and as such protect the utility, liveability and financial value of 
realised projects, or can include support for people from low and middle income 
groups who want to start an initiative. Some of these rules are based on case-
specific agreements (e.g. the agreement in vossenpels to preserve existing green 
elements and historic patterns in the area). however, guiding rules derived from 
such agreements do not explicitly direct the form or function of initiatives. 
in contrast, the third and final function of the guiding rules is about stimulating 
the emergence of preferred development, such as the rise of an urban district in 
a ‘countryside-like setting’ in oosterwold. The fixed ratio between urban land, 
nature and farmland for each plot is an example of a guiding rule that helps bring 
about such a setting. nevertheless, by only defining the ratio, some flexibility 
is still generated around how the land-use types are organized, what kind of 
urban, nature or agriculture functions will be realized, and which arrangements 
can be formed between plot owners regarding user rights and maintenance 
responsibilities. 
All in all, oDS indicate that conditions through which planners can accommodate 
non-linear dynamics include the two steps of an adaptive approach to planning: 
generating adaptability and making preferred developments more likely to 
emerge. however, we also learned from the cases that these ambitions cannot 
be equally supported without friction. Therefore a delicate balance that 
corresponds to the volatility of a specific situation has be achieved in the design 


















































































  Enabling responsiveness to the environment
O
DS practices give planners opportunities to support the responsive-
ness of urban systems to changing circumstances. Community 
visioning activities held in vossenpels explored likely future 
development trajectories for the area, allowing planners and potential initiators 
to anticipate these futures. in oosterwold, a similar attempt based on a serious 
game (www.playthecity.nl) gained insufficient momentum. however, community 
visioning activities similar to those in vossenpels might still be relevant in 
oosterwold. As well as exploring likely development trajectories, they also 
strengthen awareness of an area’s distinctive qualities amongst its current and 
potential citizens and users. As discussed in Section 6.3, this can in turn support 
an area’s ability to connect with potential future states. 
nevertheless, visioning is only a first step. Adaptability occurs when concrete 
initiatives arise that integrate changing circumstances with an area’s core 
qualities. increasing diversity, both in an area’s structure and the functions 
it hosts, without ending up in chaos can foster this integration process. oDS 
practice shows that planners can enable diversity in the urban fabric by using 
traditional plans and planning regulations differently, creating juridical and 
spatial frameworks that trigger and facilitate a variety of conventional and more 
experimental initiatives while still securing a degree of coherence. As illustrated 
by the different ways in which coherence is secured in the presented cases, it 
remains difficult to determine what degree of coherence can be established 
without losing too much diversity. 
  6.5.3
  Triggering and fostering self-organization
I
n both cases, we identified various conditions that enabled a transformation 
of the areas through the rise of ‘spontaneous’ urban patterns as a result of 
a series of initiatives. oDS provide citizens with opportunities to produce 
initiatives based on individual motivations and interests. Community visioning 
can help to inspire and connect potential initiators. Also encourage initiators 
to participate in a collective for designing and maintaining public spaces, as 
we have seen in that case of vossenpels. in many of the cases reviewed, this 
process of self-expression and self-management was fostered by appointing an 
account manager to support the formation of connections between initiators and 
to set up and execute the design process. This includes consultation meetings, 
step-by-step guides for organizing the initiatives and completing formal 
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procedures, and special support (financial and otherwise) for initiators with a 
low or middle income. Together, these measures made it more feasible for non-
professional local initiators to develop an initiative and helped them to navigate 
institutional frameworks. hence, oDS indicate that patterns of urban self-
organization that become manifest at area level can be triggered by producing 
possibility spaces for self-managed initiatives and subsequently by creating 
conditions that help these initiatives mature on plot level. 
Meanwhile, this process of self-organization is accompanied by guiding rules. 
These can in some occasions limit the effectiveness of enabling conditions 
for urban transformation through self-organization processes. in contrast to 
oosterwold, the vossenpels oDS included for example guiding rules on the 
aesthetics of the urban fabric and restricted the area available to non-housing 
functions. These substantially limited the freedom for initiators. however, 
potential initiators themselves decided to establish some of the guiding rules 
on the urban fabric at vossenpels, and designed them collectively during 
community visioning activities. This is an important observation as it shows that 
planners can share their responsibility for making decisions about these rules 
with initiators. More importantly, it illustrates that there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach for establishing a productive balance between individual freedom on 
the one hand, and securing a minimum level of quality of the living environment 
and coherence in the development trajectory on the other hand. 
  6.5.4
  Supporting coevolution
O
DS practices show several ways in which enabling conditions for 
coevolution can be generated. As we learned in Section 6.3, mutual 
adaptation between urban districts (or parts of them) is dependent 
on opportunities for changing spatial and institutional configurations over 
time, and on systematically learning for a successful inherence of those area 
characteristics that support this very same area to keep a ‘fit’ with neighbouring 
areas. With regard to the first point, oDS include at least three enabling 
conditions. As the development trajectory for an area is open-ended, and 
initiatives do not therefore anticipate future developments to any great extent, 
different sections of the area can function relatively independently from one 
another. As a consequence, adaptation processes in the area can take place 
more easily. A similar argument can be made with regard to the minimization 
of upfront investments in public facilities in oDS. The modular development of 
the infrastructure network in oosterwold is an illustration of this. By avoiding 

















































































a consequence of sunk costs is diminished. finally, the application ofan 
Environment Plan in oosterwold and the global land use plan applied in 
vossenpels and in some of the other cases investigated reduces the procedural 
costs of adjusting the form and/or function of an initiative over time. 
With reference to systematic learning, the oDS for oosterwold includes 
various monitoring and evaluation activities to be carried out by the project 
management, ranging from keeping track of the progress of individual 
initiatives to addressing more fundamental reflections about the area’s 
development potential in a dynamic context in relation to the relevant guiding 
rules. With regard to enabling coevolution, the latter can be considered an 
essential element to keeping a ‘fit’ with neighbouring areas. in vossenpels, 
this fundamental reflection is less structurally organized. here, monitoring 
and evaluation are mostly orientated towards traditional indicators, such as 
keeping track of the amount of construction land sold in relation to the public 
investments made. As a consequence, the development process may include 
coadaptation (small adjustments) but no coevolution (adaptation on the level 
of the full system), and this diminishing the area’s vitality in the long run. Table 
6.2 summarizes all the opportunities derived from oDS practices to generate 
enabling conditions for urban adaptability. 
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  Table 6.2 
  Linkages between oDS practices and CAS-inspired enabling conditions for 
  urban adaptability (partly based on Rauws et al., 2014)
PRoPeRTIeS of ComPlex CoNSTRAININg AND eNAblINg ComPoNeNTS DeRIveD fRom  
ADAPTIve SySTemS CoNDITIoNS foR uRbAN oDS PRACTICeS foR CReATINg
    ADAPTAbIlITy eNAblINg CoNDITIoNS
 Non-linear dynamics Constraining
	 •	cause-effect	relations	are		 •	portraying	uncertainties
  disproportional, producing   solely as risks for failure
  development trajectories  enabling Coping with non-linear
	 	 that	have	a	high	degree	of		 •	uncertainties	embraced	as	a	 dynamics in oDS
	 	 uncertainty	 	 	 core	component	of	development	 •	open-ended	development
	 	 	 	 	 •	 institutional	and	spatial	designs	 	 trajectory
	 	 	 	 	 	 that	are	flexible	towards	various	 •	guiding	rules
      development trajectories while
       securing the quality of the living
      environment
 Responsive to the environment Constraining 
	 •	systems	adapt	to	their	 •	 lock-in	situations
	 	 dynamic	environment	to	 •	too-high	a	degree	of	diversity
  maintain their functionality enabling enabling environmental
     •	exploring	likely	development	 responsiveness in oDS
	 	 	 	 	 	 trajectories	 •	community	visioning
	 	 	 	 	 •	experimentation	 •	diversity	of	self-managed
	 	 	 	 	 •	awareness	of	distinctive	 	 initiatives
      characteristics
	 	 	 	 	 •	combining	inspiring	visioning
      with a pragmatic development
      approach
 Self-organization  Constraining  
	 •	developments	emerge	out		 •	 lack	of	autonomy	of	actors	in
  of the interaction between   deploying activities and
  actors without external   establishing relations
  coordination  enabling enabling environmental
	 •	systems	are	able	to	self-	 •	opportunities	for	establishing	 responsiveness in oDS  
	 	 stabilize	and	self-innovate		 	 new	relations	and	collaborations	 •	 local	initiators	as	main
	 	 	 	 	 •	manageable	size	 	 stakeholders
	 	 	 	 	 •	actor’s	own	motivation	are	 •	community	visioning
	 	 	 	 	 	 central	in	initiating	collective	 •	account	manager	
	 	 	 	 	 	 action	 •	 facilitating	the	setting	up
	 	 	 	 	 •	smooth	navigation	of	and	 	 and	execution	of	initiatives
      possibilities to contribut to
      institutional framworks
 Coevolution  Constraining
	 •	developments	are	generated		 •	one	system	or	subsystem
  by a mutual adaptation process   directs the path of others,
  between (sub)systems   while ignoring their feedback
	 	 	 	 	 •	 linear	planning	process
     enabling enabling environmental
     •	modular	development	 responsiveness in oDS
	 	 	 	 	 •	systematic	learning	 •	open-ended	development
        trajectory
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	minimization	of	upfront
        investments in public
        facilities
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	global	land	use	plan



















































































n this paper, we have analysed organic development strategies (oDS) to 
explore how they can enhance an adaptive approach to planning. Two main 
conclusions can be derived from this paper. first, oDS resonate with the two 
steps that we consider crucial to defining an adaptive approach to planning: 1) 
generating conditions for urban adaptability, and 2) shaping these conditions to 
the extent that preferred developments become more likely to emerge. Starting 
from a complex adaptive system perspective on cities, oDS include various 
elements that can be meaningful for adaptive planning strategies (see Table 
6.2). for example, a combination of open-ended development trajectories and 
guiding rules supports the flexibility of urban areas in coping with unforeseen 
and foreseen changes while securing societal value, norms and agreements and 
creating opportunities for influencing the direction of development trajectories. 
Another set of oDS elements, including community visioning, considering local 
initiators as main stakeholders, appointing an account manager and facilitating 
the – setting up and execution of initiatives, generate enabling conditions 
for urban transformation by processes of self-organization that contribute 
to the ability of urban areas to self-stabilize and self-innovate. hence, by 
adjusting traditional plans and planning regulations, oDS open up development 
processes to the diversity and creativity of, often local, initiators in responding 
to and making use of urban dynamics. This in turn activates mechanisms that 
support the vitality of urban areas in volatile contexts, but are hardly exploited 
in traditional development strategies. We therefore suggest that oDS offer 
inspiration for designing spatial and institutional frameworks to support urban 
adaptability. 
Second, the analysis of oDS practices draws attention to the dilemmas at the 
interface between flexibility, desirability and protection. for example, oDS 
practices show that increasing freedom for local initiators can be hampered by 
preventing possible negative effects for neighbouring initiatives and securing 
a minimum level of environmental quality, and vice versa. Another dilemma 
concerns on the one hand the creativity of and the diversity created by initiators, 
and on the other, creating a minimum level of spatial cohesion between the 
initiatives and reducing competition with neighbouring areas. finally, a similar 
tension can be identified between strengthening adaptability versus promoting 
preferred development. Shaping conditions for adaptability in line with preferred 
development trajectories too drastically can harm the responsiveness of an 
urban area to unforeseen chances, as well as its readiness to seize opportunities 
that may arise. oppositely, when planners only concentrate on enabling urban 
adaptability, no particular future state, except an adaptive future state, will be 
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preferred over another. While we suggest that adaptability should be considered 
as an essential element of desired futures, we also believe other aspects can 
and should be part of such desired futures (e.g. in relation to the challenges 
raised by climate change or the energy transition).
Thus, by using traditional plans and planning regulations differently, oDS 
practices show how conditions can be generated for enhancing urban 
adaptability. At the same time, they put dilemmas and debates that were almost 
forgotten during the strongly institutionalized and supply-oriented housing and 
estate practices of the last few decades back on the planner’s agenda (see also 
Savini, 2014). fortunately, oDS practices teach us that although the alternatives 
that are part of these dilemmas can seriously affect each other, they are rarely 
mutually exclusive in well-designed spatial and institutional frameworks.
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